Cytokeratin 8 is expressed in human corneoconjunctival epithelium, particularly in limbal epithelial cells.
The purpose of this study was to investigate the expression of cytokeratin (CK) 8 in the corneoconjunctival epithelium. In 17 cadaveric corneoscleral discs and 3 other discs, the presence of CK8 alone or CK8, together with CK3, CK15, vimentin, and integrin α6, was investigated by using indirect immunohistochemistry on radial cryosections. Four corneoscleral discs stored in organ culture were used for the preparation of tangential sections of the limbus and for the isolation of limbal epithelial cells and their subsequent cultivation. CK8 expression was examined by RT-PCR in the corneal, limbal, and conjunctival epithelium. Sixty percent of the cadaveric corneoscleral samples and all samples stored in organ culture revealed positivity for CK8 in the basal epithelial layer of the limbus. Positive basal cells formed a single line or separated clusters. The signal for CK8 became weaker toward the surface of the limbal epithelium. The colocalization of CK8 with vimentin and CK15 in the limbus was also found. CK3 showed only occasional positivity in some of the surface limbal cells. The expression of integrin α6 in the basal membrane was absent or decreased under the CK8-positive clusters. Cell cultures revealed strong positivity for CK8 in approximately 80% of the cultured cells, and CK8 expression in the cornea, limbus, and conjunctiva was determined by RT-PCR. The study demonstrates the strong expression of CK8 in limbal epithelial basal cells, which is maintained during the differentiation and migration of the limbal cells toward the central corneal epithelium.